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 As you’ve likely seen in the monthly cattle on feed summaries, we have a lot of cattle in feedlots at 

the moment. In fact for November, the cattle in lots over 1,000 head was the third highest we’ve seen for 

the month since NASS kept track of the data starting in 1996. This year was just 21,000 head below 2006 

and 25,000 head below last year, so we weren’t far off that record. A lot of this has to do with the number 

of heifers on feed in October being the largest since 1996 and the % of heifers being the second largest since 

2002. We’ll get to that later on, but what this means is plenty of supply for packers. This leads us to the 

slaughter numbers, which with knowing what the cattle on feed is doing, should show rather large numbers 

as well. Let’s dig in and look at the implications the slaughter numbers and even more on what is going on 

with specific dynamics in the slaughter numbers/cattle cycle.  

 

 As you would expect 

with the large on feed numbers, 

we have large slaughter numbers 

as well. If you look to the right, 

we have been above or in-line 

with last year and previous years 

for much of this year. So far for 

the YTD cattle slaughter 

(including dairy) we have 

slaughtered 30.636 million head 

of cattle. That is the largest since 

2011 for that timeframe. The 

only year that would have been 

close would be 2019 at 30.429 

million head.  

 

 You can imagine that 

this adds to the total beef supply, 

which it does. However, we have 

been dealing with that increased 

beef supply pretty well. That is 

apparent by the beef stocks 

being at or near multi-year lows 

going back to 2014. Both US and 

foreign consumers haven’t had 

an issue consuming it. That is 

evident in record exports, while 

boxed beef prices have been 

fairly elevated. While beef and 

meat demand has been the story 

for most of the year, there is 

something a little more that we 

wanted to bring your attention….. 



 What we are really looking at when dissecting the cattle slaughter data is the total number of animals 

slaughtered by sex, specifically as a % of the total beef animals. Below is a graph of each of the 4 sexes, 

bull, beef cow, steer, and heifer. We plotted the average, indicated by the lines and the 2021 data for each 

week. For steers while actual slaughter YTD is above a year ago, we are sitting the second lowest since 

2014 YTD. In % of beef animals slaughtered, we have been below the average for all but 1 week. Heifers 

have been above that long term average in 29 of the 48 weeks. If we look at cows, we see that the % of total 

beef animals they have taken up is above the average for all but 1 week. So, this says we are killing a larger 

% of heifers and cows vs. steers. But lets look more into the data to see what we are doing vs. previous 

years.  

 This is where it gets interesting, I would say. In terms of the total % of females slaughtered this 

year, we are seeing the highest % of both since 2003 for the full year data (shown in the graph below). If 

you just take the YTD data, we would be the highest % of heifers and cows all the way back to 2001. This 

is an obvious result of there 

being a large number of 

heifers on feed. The % of 

heifers being slaughtered is 

the largest since post-2005, 

second only to 2019. For cows 

the issue has been a 

liquidation phase due to 

drought in the north and west. 

This has pushed the % of cows 

being killed to the largest 

since 2011. With coupling the 

two together being the largest 

since 2003, there is some 

interesting dynamics going on 

at the moment. 



 Some of this has to do with the number of steers being lighter, which is caused by there being light 

liquidation for the past couple years. There are just fewer steers to slaughter overall. BUT that should also 

mean there are fewer heifers to kill, right? Mathematically and biologically (on average 50/50 split), yes! 

But we have seen 9.06 million head of heifers been killed YTD, which is the largest since 2010. This, right 

here, is an obvious sign that producers are keeping back fewer replacement heifers due to different reasons. 

Whether that was due to feeders getting down into the $120s last year, and prices not looking attractive at 

the time for retaining heifers, or there being a drought that caused liquidation, producers have obviously 

kept fewer heifers around. At the same time cow slaughter has hit a 10-year high YTD at 3.248 million 

head. This is more of an indication of the drought issues that have plagued the north and started to spread 

in the southern plains. While there has been some movement of the northern drought affected cows/heifers 

southward to beef herds, there has still been some apparent movement to slaughter plants as well (with a 

stop at a feedyard first in the heifers’ case). 

 

 We know this is going to draw down the beef herd numbers as we get to the January Inventory 

report, but how is it going to affect the beef industry long term? Well for starters, we are already seeing 

lighter steer numbers, so the trend in calf crops should continue down. As we get through the heifers that 

are in feedlots, we should start to see the on feed inventory make its way downward in 2022. With fewer 

replacements and more cows slaughtered, we are highly likely going to see fewer calves drop on the ground 

this spring. That will lead to lighter placements this fall from this springs crop, which should assist feeder 

prices higher in the long term. Finally, we need to keep an eye 

on the dryness that is expanding in the Southern Plains. They 

have had some relief the last couple years, with the West and 

Northern areas like WY, MT, and the Dakotas dealing with 

the drought. IF the dryness continues to expand in the south, 

lack of pasture could again be an issue. Of course the weather 

changes on a dime and so can this map. But as we try to get a 

longer term understanding of the possibilities in the market, 

this is something to keep an eye on.  
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